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“Educational Objectives: Help or
Hindrance?” Elliott Eisner [1967]

Although the School Review of the 1960s contained a significant per-
centage of articles written by social scientists, it did not neglect its
other constituencies. Some articles addressed issues that had preoccupied
educators for decades; in evaluating such contributions, the editors
now sought more than an incremental advance in knowledge.

Stanford professor Elliott Eisner’s “Educational Objectives: Help or
Hindrance?” offers a broad-based critique of a set of issues with which
the University of Chicago Department of Education from Franklin
Bobbitt to Benjamin Bloom had been intimately identified: the im-
portance of clarity and specificity of behavioral outcomes in the for-
mulation of educational objectives. Eisner offers four limitations to
an “ideal” version of curriculum theory as it pertained to educational
objectives, and then, invoking John Dewey, suggests that curriculum
construction may be more an art than a science. “The identification
of the factors in the potentially useful educational activity and the
organization or construction of sequence in curriculum are in principle
amenable to an infinite number of combinations,” he writes. “The
variables teacher, student, class group, require artful blending for the
educationally valuable to result.”

During the 1960s, the School Review gave increased prominence to
topics such as race and education that proved amenable to treatment
both by “insiders” and “outsiders.” What soon became clear is that the
events of the late 1960s would not only affect the nature of articles
submitted to the journal but also its editorial policy.
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Educational Objectives
Help or Hindrance?

If one were to rank the various beliefs or assumptions in the field of
curriculum that are thought most secure, the belief in the need for
clarity and specificity in stating educational objectives would surely
rank among the highest. Educational objectives, it is argued, need to
be clearly specified for at least three reasons: first, because they pro-
vide the goals toward which the curriculum is aimed; second, be-
cause once clearly stated they facilitate the selection and organiza-
tion of content; third, because when specified in both behavioral and
content terms they make it possible to evaluate the outcomes of the
curriculum.

It is difficult to argue with a rational approach to curriculum de-
velopment—who would choose irrationality? And, if one is to build
curriculum in a rational way, the clarity of premise, end or starting
point, would appear paramount. But I want to argue in this paper
that educational objectives clearly and specifically stated can ham-
per as well as help the ends of instruction and that an unexamined
belief in curriculum as in other domains of human activity can easily
become dogma which in fact may hinder the very functions the con-
cept was originally designed to serve.

When and where did beliefs concerning the importance of educa-
tional objectives in curriculum development emerge® Who has for-
mulated and argued their importance? What effect has this belief had
upon curriculum construction? If we examine the past briefly for
data necessary for answering these questions, it appears that the
belief in the usefulness of clear and specific educational objectives

The School Review, vol. 75 (Autumn 1967), pp. 250-260.
© 1967 by The University of Chicago Press. All rights reserved.
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emerged around the turn of the century with the birth of the scien-
tific movement in education.

Before this movement gained strength, faculty psychologists
viewed the brain as consisting of a variety of intellectual faculties.
These faculties, they held, could be strengthened if exercised in ap-
propriate ways with particular subject matters. Once strengthened,
the faculties could be used in any area of human activity to which
they were applicable. Thus, if the important faculties could be iden-
tified and if methods of strengthening them developed, the school
could concentrate on this task and expect general intellectual excel-
lence as a result.

This general theoretical view of mind had been accepted for sev-
eral decades by the time Thorndike, Judd, and later Watson began,
through their work, to chip away the foundations upon which it
rested. Thorndike’s work especially demonstrated the specificity of
transfer. He argued theoretically that transfer of learning occurred
if and only if elements in one situation were identical with elements
in the other. His empirical work supported his theoretical views,
and the enormous stature he enjoyed in education as well as in psy-
chology influenced educators to approach curriculum development
in ways consonant with his views. One of those who was caught up
in the scientific movement in education was Franklin Bobbitt, often
thought of as the father of curriculum theory. In 1918 Bobbitt pub-
lished a signal work titled simply, The Curriculum.? In it he argued
that educational theory is not so difficult to construct as commonly
held and that curriculum theory is logically derivable from educa-
tional theory. Bobbitt wrote in 1918:

The central theory is simple. Human life, however varied, consists in its per-
formance of specific activities. Education that prepares for life is one that
prepares definitely and adequately for these specific activities. However nu-
merous and diverse they may be for any social class, they can be discovered.
This requires that one go out into the world of affairs and discover the par-
ticulars of which these affairs consist. These will show the abilities, habits,

appreciations, and forms of knowledge that men need. These will be the ob-
jectives of the curriculum. They will be numerous, definite, and particularized.
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The curriculum will then be that series of experiences which childhood and
youth must have by way of attaining those objectives.3

In The Curriculum, Bobbitt approached curriculum development
scientifically and theoretically: study life carefully to identify needed
skills, divide these skills into specific units, organize these units into
experiences, and provide these experiences to children. Six years
later, in his second book, How To Make a Curriculum,* Bobbitt
operationalized his theoretical assertions and demonstrated how
curriculum components—especially educational objectives—were to
be formulated. In this book Bobbitt listed nine areas in which edu-
cational objectives are to be specified. In these nine areas he listed
160 major educational objectives which run the gamut from “Ability
to use language in all ways required for proper and effective par-
ticipation in community life” to “Ability to entertain one’s friends,
and to respond to entertainment by one’s friends.”

Bobbitt was not alone in his belief in the importance of formu-
lating objectives clearly and specifically. Pendleton, for example,
listed 1,581 social objectives for English, Guiler listed more than 300
for arithmetic in grades 1-6, and Billings prescribed 888 generaliza-
tions which were important for the social studies.

If Thorndike was right, if transfer was limited, it seemed reason-
able to encourage the teacher to teach for particular outcomes and
to construct curriculums only after specific objectives had been
identified.

In retrospect it is not difficult to understand why this movement
in curriculum collapsed under its own weight by the early 1930’s.
Teachers could not manage fifty highly specified objects, let alone
hundreds. And, in addition, the new view of the child, not as a com-
plex machine but as a growing organism who ought to participate
in planning his own educational program, did not mesh well with
the theoretical views held earlier.®

But, as we all know, the Progressive movement too began its de-
cline in the forties, and by the middle fifties, as a formal organiza-
tion at least, it was dead.
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By the late forties and during the fifties, curriculum specialists
again began to remind us of the importance of specific educational
objectives and began to lay down guidelines for their formulation.
Rationales for constructing curriculums developed by Ralph Tyler?
and Virgil Herrick® again placed great importance on the specificity
of objectives. George Barton® identified philosophic domains which
could be used to select objectives. Benjamin Bloom and his col-
leagues™ 0pefationalized theoretical assertions by building a taxon-
omy of educational objectives in the cognitive domain; and in 1964,
Krathwohl, Bloom, and Masia'! did the same for the affective do-
main. Many able people for many years have spent a great deal of
time and effort in identifying methods and providing prescriptions
for the formulation of educational objectives, so much so that the
statement “Educational objectives should be stated in behavioral
terms” has been elevated—or lowered—to almost slogan status in
curriculum circles. Yet, despite these efforts, teachers seem not to
take educational objectives seriously—at least as they are prescribed
from above. And when teachers plan curriculum guides, their efforts
first to identify over-all educational aims, then specify school objec-
tives, then identify educational objectives for specific subject matters,
appear to be more like exercises to be gone through than serious
efforts to build tools for curriculum planning. If educational objec-
tives were really useful tools, teachers, I submit, would use them.
If they do not, perhaps it is not because there is something wrong
with the teachers but because there might be something wrong with
the theory.

As I view the situation, there are several limitations to theory in
curriculum regarding the functions educational objectives are to per-
form. These limitations I would like to identify.

Educational objectives are typically derived from curriculum the-
ory, which assumes that it is possible to predict with a fair degree
of accuracy what the outcomes of instruction will be. In a general
way this is possible. If you set about to teach a student algebra, there
is no reason to assume he will learn to construct sonnets instead.
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Yet, the outcomes of instruction are far more numerous and complex
for educational objectives to encompass. The amount, type, and
quality of learning that occurs in a classroom, especially when there
is interaction among students, are only in small part predictable.
The changes in pace, tempo, and goals that experienced teachers
employ when necessary and appropriate for maintaining classroom
organization are dynamic rather than mechanistic in character. Ele-
mentary school teachers, for example, are often sensitive to the
changing interests of the children they teach, and frequently attempt
to capitalize on these interests, “milking them” as it were for what
is educationally valuable.!? The teacher uses the moment in a situ-
ation that is better described as kaleidoscopic than stable. In the
very process of teaching and discussing, unexpected opportunities
emerge for making a valuable point, for demonstrating an interesting
idea, and for teaching a significant concept. The first point I wish
to make, therefore, is that the dynamic and complex process of
instruction yields outcomes far too numerous to be specified in be-
havioral and content terms in advance.

A second limitation of theory concerning educational objectives
is its failure to recognize the constraints various subject matters place
upon objectives. The point here is brief. In some subject areas, such
as mathematics, languages, and the sciences, it is possible to specify
with great precision the particular operation or behavior the student
is to perform after instruction. In other subject areas, especially the
arts, such specification is frequently not possible, and when possible
may not be desirable. In a class in mathematics or spelling, uni-
formity in response is desirable, at least insofar as it indicates that
students are able to perform a particular operation adequately, that
is, in accordance with accepted procedures. Effective instruction
in such areas enables students to function with minimum error in
these fields. In the arts and in subject matters where, for example,
novel or creative responses are desired, the particular behaviors to
be developed cannot easily be identified. Here curriculum and in-
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struction should yield behaviors and products which are unpredict-
able. The end achieved ought to be something of a surprise to both
teacher and pupil. While it could be argued that one might formu-
late an educational objective which specified novelty, originality, or
creativeness as the desired outcome, the particular referents for
these terms cannot be specified in advance; one must judge after
the fact whether the product produced or the behavior displayed
belongs in the “novel” class. This is a much different procedure than
is determining whether or not a particular word has been spelled
correctly or a specific performance, that is, jumping a 3-foot hurdle,
has been attained. Thus, the second point is that theory concerning
educational objectives has not taken into account the particular re-
lationship that holds between the subject matter being taught and
‘the degree to which educational objectives can be predicted and
specified. This, I suppose, is in part due to the fact that few cur-
riculum specialists have high degrees of intimacy with a wide variety
of subject matters and thus are unable to alter their general theo-
retical views to suit the demands that particular subject matters
make.

The third point I wish to make deals with the belief that objec-
tives stated in behavioral and content terms can be used as criteria
by which to measure the outcomes of curriculum and instruction.
Educational objectives provide, it is argued, the standard against
which achievement is to be measured. Both taxonomies are built
upon this assumption since their primary function is to demonstrate
how objectives can be used to frame test items appropriate for eval-
uation. The assumption that objectives can be used as standards by
which to measure achievement fails, I think, to distinguish adequate-
ly between the application of a standard and the making of a judg-
ment. Not all—perhaps not even most—outcomes of curriculum and
instruction are amenable to measurement. The application of a stand-
ard requires that some arbitrary and socially defined quantity be
designated by which other qualities can be compared. By virtue of
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socially defined rules of grammar, syntax, and logic, for example,
it is possible to quantitatively compare and measure error in discur-
sive or mathematical statement. Some fields of activity, especially
those which are qualitative in character, have no comparable rules
and hence are less amenable to quantitative assessment. It is here
that evaluation must be made, not primarily by applying a socially
defined standard, but by making a human qualitative judgment. One
can specify, for example, that a student shall be expected to know
how to extract a square root correctly and in an unambiguous way,
through the application of a standard, determine whether this end
has been achieved. But it is only in a metaphoric sense that one can
measure the extent to which a student has been able to produce an
aesthetic object or an expressive narrative. Here standards are un-
applicable; here judgment is required. The making of a judgment
in distinction to the application of a standard implies that valued
qualities are not merely socially defined and arbitrary in character.
The judgment by which a critic determines the value of a poem,
novel, or play is not achieved merely by applying standards already
known to the particular product being judged; it requires that the
critic—or teacher—view the product with respect to the unique
properties it displays and then, in relation to his experience and sen-
sibilities, judge its value in terms which are incapable of being re-
duced to quantity or rule.

This point was aptly discussed by John Dewey in his chapter on
“Perception and Criticism” in Art as Experience.’® Dewey was con-
cerned with the problem of identifying the means and ends of criti-
cism and has this to say about its proper function:

The function of criticism is the reeducation of perception of works of art; it
is an auxiliary process, a difficult process, of learning to see and hear. The
conception that its business is to appraise, to judge in the legal and moral
sense, arrests the perception of those who are influenced by the criticism that
assumes this task.14

Of the distinction that Dewey makes between the application of
a standard and the making of a critical judgment, he writes:
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There are three characteristics of a standard. It is a particular physical thing
existing under specifiable conditions; it is not a value. The yard is a yard-stick,
and the meter is a bar deposited in Paris. In the second place, standards are
measures of things, of lengths, weights, capacities. The things measured are
not values, although it is of great social value to be able to measure them, since
the properties of things in the way of size, volume, weight, are important for
commercial exchange. Finally, as standards of measure, standards define things
with respect to quantity. To be able to measure quantities is a great aid to
further judgments, but it is not a mode of judgment. The standard, being an
external and public thing, is applied physically. The yard-stick is physically laid
down upon things to determine their length.15

And I would add that what is most educationally valuable is the
development of that mode of curiosity, inventiveness, and insight
that is capable of being described only in metaphoric or poetic terms.
Indeed, the image of the educated man that has been held in highest
esteem for the longest period of time in Western civilization is one
which is not amenable to standard measurement. Thus, the third
point I wish to make is that curriculum theory which views educa-
tional objectives as standards by which to measure educational
achievement overlooks those modes of achievement incapable of
measurement.

The final point I wish to make deals with the function of educa-
tional objectives in curriculum construction.

The rational approach to curriculum development not only em-
phasizes the importance of specificity in the formulation of educa-
tional objectives but also implies when not stated explicitly that edu-
cational objectives be stated prior to the formulation of curriculum
activities. At first view, this seems to be a reasonable way to proceed
with curriculum construction: one should know where he is headed
before embarking on a trip. Yet, while the procedure of first identi-
fying objectives before proceeding to identify activities is logically
defensible, it is not necessarily the most psychologically efficient
way to proceed. One can, and teachers often do, identify activities
that seem useful, appropriate, or rich in educational opportunities,
and from a consideration of what can be done in class, identify the
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objectives or possible consequences of using these activities. Mac-
Donald argues this point cogently when he writes:

Let us look, for example, at the problem of objectives. Objectives are viewed
as directives in the rational approach. They are identified prior to the instruc-
tion or action and used to provide a basis for a screen for appropriate activities.

There is another view, however, which has both scholarly and experiential
referents. This view would state that our objectives are only known to us
in any complete sense after the completion of our act of instruction. No mat-
ter what we thought we were attempting to do, we can only know what we
wanted to accomplish after the fact. Objectives by this rationale are heuristic
devices which provide initiating consequences which become altered in the
flow of instruction.

In the final analysis, it could be argued, the teacher in actuality asks a
fundamentally different question from “What am I trying to accomplish?”
The teacher asks “What am I going to do?” and out of the doing comes ac-
complishment.18

Theory in curriculum has not adequately distinguished between
logical adequacy in determining the relationship of means to ends
when examining the curriculum as a product and the psychological
processes that may usefully be employed in building curriculums. The
method of forming creative insights in curriculum development, as
in the sciences and arts, is as yet not logically prescribable. The
ways in which curriculums can be usefully and efficiently developed
constitute an empirical problem; imposing logical requirements up-
on the process because they are desirable for assessing the product
is, to my mind, an error. Thus, the final point I wish to make is
that educational objectives need not precede the selection and or-
ganization of content. The means through which imaginative cur-
riculums can be built is as open-ended as the means through which
scientific and artistic inventions occur. Curriculum theory needs to
allow for a variety of processes to. be employed in the construction of
curriculums.

I have argued in this paper that curriculum theory as it pertains
to educational objectives has had four significant limitations. First, it
has not sufficiently emphasized the extent to which the prediction
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of educational outcomes cannot be made with accuracy. Second,
it has not discussed the ways in which the subject matter affects
precision in stating educational objectives. Third, it has confused
the use of educational objectiVes as a standard for measurement when
in some areas it can be used only as a criterion for judgment. Fourth,
it has not distinguished between the logical requirement of relating
means to ends in the curriculum as a product and the psychological
conditions useful for constructing curriculums.

If the arguments I have formulated about the limitations of cur-
riculum theory concerning educational objectives have merit, one
might ask: What are their educational consequences? First, it seems
to me that they suggest that in large measure the construction of
curriculums and the judgment of its consequences are artful tasks.
The methods of curriculum development are, in principle if not in
practice, no different from the making of art—be it the art of paint-
ing or the art of science. The identification of the factors in the po-
tentially useful educational activity and the organization or con-
struction of sequence in curriculum are in principle amenable to an
infinite number of combinations. The variable teacher, student, class
group, require artful blending for the educationally valuable to
result.

Second, I am impressed with Dewey’s view of the functions of
criticism—to heighten one’s perception of the art object—and believe
it has implications for curriculum theory. If the child is viewed as
an art product and the teacher as a critic, one task of the teacher
would be to reveal the qualities of the child to himself and to others.
In addition, the teacher as critic would appraise the changes occur-
ring in the child. But because the teacher’s task includes more than
criticism, he would also be responsible, in part, for the improvement
of the work of art. In short, in both the construction of educational
means (the curriculum) and the appraisal of its consequences,
the teacher would become an artist, for criticism itself when carried
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to its height is an art. This, it seems to me, is a dimension to which
curriculum theory will someday have to speak.
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